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of effective combination'.1 One of the features of Disraeli's re-
forming zeal in 1875 was the repeal of this obnoxious act and its
replacement by a Conspiracy and Protection of Property Act,
which legalized peaceful picketing and laid down that a com-
bination of persons concerned in a trade dispute might lawfully
do any act which was not punishable if committed by one per-
son. Thus collective bargaining and its incidents were finally
legalized.
The first meeting of the Trades Union Congress had been held
in 1868. It was not, however, till its third meeting, held in March
1871, that it elected the 'Parliamentary Committee', destined
for the rest of our story to figure as the annually chosen political
executive of the movement. The trade unions, when it started,
were still confined to skilled workmen, and organized on the craft
basis, not the industrial. So it was even in an industry like coal-
mining; the unions were practically limited to the skilled coal*
getters at the face. The membership being relatively small, they
could choose their leaders from personal knowledge of their
characters; and usually they chose well. As the quarter-century
of good trade drew to its climax, this type of trade unionism be-
came strong enough to carry through with success a number of
'prosperity* strikes for shorter hours or higher wages. The most
historic is the five months* strike of 9,500 Tyneside engineers in
1871 for a nine hours' day. It was unofficial, and disapproved
by William Allan,2 but it succeeded. In January 1872 the nine
hours' day was generally conceded in all the chief engineering
establishments of the kingdom. Later in that year came an
epidemic of strikes—by builders and by agricultural labourers,
who succeeded; by gas-stokers and by Metropolitan police, who
failed. But in 1873 the onset of the great depression began;
70,000 iron-workers in South Wales struck against a 10 per cent,
wage-reduction, and were defeated. In the succeeding years of
slump down to 1879 ^e unions fared very badly; in some areas
(such as South Wales, where there was another desperate strike
in 1875) they were almost effaced. This period of defeat shook
the complacency of the craft unions, and made their younger
members more susceptible to the revival of socialism in the early
1 G. M. Lloyd, Trade Unionism (1915), p. 125. For a detailed discussion see R. Y.
Hedges and A. Wintcrbottom, The Legal History of Trade Unionism (1930), ch, iv.
a It was run by a local 'Nine Hours' League', whose secretary, John Burnett,
became general secretary of the A.S.E. in 1875 following Allan's death.

